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Once thought to be a dead end for 
tackling HIV, vaccines are showing the 
first signs of success in clinical trials. 
Through a Cooperative Research and 
Development Agreement (CRADA) 
with Sanofi Pasteur, NCI scientists, 
in the largest HIV intervention trial 
to date, have helped to develop a 
vaccine approach that reduced the 
risk of HIV infection. 

The novel two-pronged regimen 
known as RV144 uses Sanofi Pasteur’s 
canarypox vector-based candidate 
ALVAC-HIV to prime the immune 
response, followed by a boost to the 
system with AIDSVAX B/E, a genetically 
engineered version of HIV’s gp120 
surface protein. Genoveffa Franchini, 
M.D., Senior Investigator in the Vaccine 
Branch at CCR, led the preclinical studies 
that spawned this vaccine approach, 
which has been patented by the NCI.

Researchers from the U.S. 
Military HIV Research Program, the 
Ministry of Public Health in Thailand, 
and the NIH published the results of 
their phase 2b trial—involving more 
than 16,000 Thai volunteers—in the 
December 3, 2009 issue of The New 
England Journal of Medicine. At the 
conclusion of the six-year trial, the 
prime-boost regimen reduced the risk 
of HIV infection by about 31 percent.

Dr. Franchini’s group plans to 
investigate the immune system 
factors that correlate with RV144’s 
protective effects in nonhuman 
primate models in order to identify 
and boost the beneficial immune 
response. “Then,” said Dr. Franchini, 
“we will perform more direct 
experiments that determine the 
contribution of different arms of the 
immune system and test methods to 
improve these vaccines.”

HIV Vaccine Strategy 
               Is Not Dead
A CRADA between NCI and 

Sanofi Pasteur leads to the first 

clinical trial for a preventive HIV 

vaccine regimen to show efficacy.
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Genoveffa Franchini, M.D.

To learn more about Dr. Franchini’s research, 
please visit her CCR Web site at http://ccr.
cancer.gov/staff/staff.asp?Name=franchini.

With the goal of bringing together the 
distinct expertise of their respective 
institutions to tackle the most pressing 
issues in cancer research, CCR 
Director Robert Wiltrout, Ph.D., and 
University of Maryland Vice President 
for Research Melvin Bernstein, Ph.D., 
signed a formal Memorandum of 
Understanding on May 19, 2010, at the 
UMD College Park campus.

The agreement involves the 
Departments of Physics, Mathematics, 
and the Institute for Physical Sciences 
and Technology at UMD in a Collaborative 
Research and Graduate Partnership 
Program in Cancer Technology with 
CCR. The vision is that the application 
of cutting-edge mathematical, 

physical, and engineering tools—
both experimental and theoretical—
will contribute significantly to the 
understanding of biological systems in 
health and disease. 

UMD graduate students had 
already been working in NCI 
laboratories for several years, and 
the fruits of their research convinced 
administrators that an official program 
would benefit both institutions. The 
program will allow qualified UMD 
graduate students to conduct research 
under the joint supervision of CCR and 
university faculty and includes a series 
of lectures, workshops, and meetings. 

The agreement also brings together 
cancer researchers, physical scientists, 

mathematicians, and engineers on 
the two campuses. “We are very 
enthusiastic about this partnership 
with the University of Maryland,” said 
Dr. Wiltrout. “I believe it will make both 
institutions stronger and ultimately 
advance cancer research for the benefit 
of patients. We can accomplish more 
by working in interdisciplinary teams.”

Teaming Up to Fight Cancer
The University of Maryland and CCR collaborate on integrative 

and systems biology and biological physics research.
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Robert Wiltrout, Ph.D., and Melvin 
Bernstein, Ph.D., sign a formal 
Memorandum of Understanding.


